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World Bamboo Diversity Falling to Deforestation 
NAIROBI, Kenya, May 11, 2004 (ENS) - Half of the world's 1,200 woody bamboo species may be in danger of extinction as a result of massive forest destruction, according to a joint United Nations-commercial study, the most comprehensive ever conducted on bamboos. 

As a consequence many vulnerable species such as lemurs, giant pandas and mountain gorillas that depend almost entirely on bamboo for food and shelter face a greater struggle for survival. 

The study, produced by the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan (INBAR) and the United Nations Environment Programme World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), uses novel analyses to combine data on the distributions of bamboo species and on existing forest cover. 

It shows that many bamboo species, including relatives of those cultivated commercially, have tiny amounts of forest remaining within their native ranges. Some 250 woody bamboo species have less than 2,000 square kilometers of forest remaining within their ranges - an area the size of the city of London. 

Nadia Bystriakova, the report's lead author, says, "The study recommends recognising the 'at risk' status of many bamboos and developing new strategies and efforts to slow the loss of forest and secure the survival of important forest species like bamboos." 

Individuals of each species of bamboo flower once simultaneously every 20 to 100 years and then die, and this pattern makes bamboos vulnerable to rapid deforestation that is restricting the areas in which they can survive.

Klaus Toepfer, executive director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), said, "Bamboos are some of the oldest and most fascinating life forms on Earth with high economic and conservation value. Many curious and unique species depend on bamboo. Trade in these plants is worth as much as bananas or American beef. Yet until now, their status and condition have been largely ignored with many species taken for granted." 

The new report highlights how vital it now is for the international community to take a far greater interest in bamboos, Toepfer said. 

Millions of people use wild bamboo for construction, handicrafts and food, and international trade in bamboo products, mostly from cultivated sources, is worth more than $2 billion annually. But humans are not alone in depending on bamboos. 

In Asia, endangered species that depend on bamboo are the the giant panda, the red panda and Himalayan black bear. 

In Africa, mountain gorillas depend on bamboos for up to 90 percent of their diet in some seasons. The survival in the wild of the mountain bongo depends on conservation of the bamboo thickets to which it migrates during the dry season. 

In Madagascar, the critically endangered greater and golden bamboo lemurs depend on bamboo for much of their diet, and the rarest tortoise in the world, the ploughshare tortoise, is also connected with bamboos. 

In South America, the spectacled bear, the mountain tapir and many endangered bird species are connected with bamboo in the Andes, Amazon and Atlantic forests. 

Ian Hunter, director general, International Network for Bamboo and Rattan said, "The report is the first step towards quantifying existing resources of bamboo. The survival of many potentially important bamboo species may be threatened as they grow in forests that are shrinking under human pressure." 

"INBAR is greatly concerned about this potential loss of biodiversity and wishes to encourage both in-situ and ex-situ conservation," he said. 

This study shows locations of high forest bamboo diversity and the areas where deforestation risks are highest, creating a valuable planning tool for conservation action. 

Mark Collins, director of UNEP-WCMC, explains that the researchers used unique mapping techniques to identify for the first time the worldwide distribution of bamboos and this has revealed some surprising findings. "Woody bamboos are important world-wide. Many people will be surprised to learn they are found not only in Asia but also in the forests of the Amazon and the Andes and even in African cloud forests. 

"Governments at the World Summit on Sustainable Development two years ago agreed to reduce the rate of loss of biodiversity," Toepfer said. "This new report makes it clear that conserving bamboo, for the sake of people and for the sake of wildlife, should have a high priority in this global effort." 

Scoop

12 May 2004

Catastrophic Loss Of Wild Bamboo Threatens Pandas, Mountain Gorillas – UN 

With such iconic wildlife species as the giant panda, mountain gorilla and lemur facing an even-greater struggle for survival because of the “catastrophic loss” of wild bamboo, the United Nations environmental agency today called for urgent action to halt the “massive forest destruction” threatening this vital habitat. 

As many as half the world’s 1,200 woody bamboo species may be in danger of extinction, according to the most comprehensive study ever undertaken on the subject released today by the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan (INBAR) and the UN Environment Programme’s World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC). 

“This new report highlights how vital it now is for the international community to take a far greater interest in these extraordinary plant species,” UNEP Executive Director Klaus Toepfer said. 

Millions of people use wild bamboo, one of the world’s most ancient life forms, for construction, handicrafts and food. International trade in bamboo products, mostly from cultivated sources, is worth more than $2 billion annually – a trade Mr. Toepfer said is worth as much as bananas or beef from the United States. 

Some 250 woody bamboo species have less than 2,000 square kilometres of forest – an area the size of London – remaining within their ranges. The study shows locations of high forest bamboo diversity and the areas where deforestation risks are highest, creating a valuable planning tool for conservation action. 

The extraordinary life cycle of bamboos – individuals of each species flower once simultaneously every 20 to 100 years and then die – make them especially vulnerable to rapid deforestation that is restricting the areas in which they can survive. 

The report identifies unique and endangered species, whose fates are intimately linked with those of bamboos, in every region where bamboos occur. In Asia these include the red panda and Himalayan black bear, and perhaps best known, the giant panda of which only 600 are left in the wild. 

In Africa, mountain gorillas, of which less than 700 still remain in the wild, depend on bamboos for up to 90 per cent of their diet in some seasons. In Madagascar, the critically endangered greater and golden bamboo lemurs depend on bamboo for much of their diet, and the rarest tortoise in the world, the ploughshare tortoise, is also intimately connected with bamboos. In South America, the spectacled bear, the mountain tapir and many endangered bird species are connected with bamboo in the Andes, Amazon and Atlantic forests. 
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Loss of bamboo threatens rare animal species

LONDON - Deforestation is endangering about a third of the world's 1,200 bamboo species and threatening rare animals such as giant pandas and mountain gorillas that depend on the plants for food and protection. 

A joint report released on Tuesday by the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) and the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan (INBAR) warned that it would also harm a $2 billion a year bamboo industry and the millions of people who use the plants for food, housing, furniture and handicrafts. 

"There are about 1,200 species of bamboo in the world and we think about a third of those may be threatened by the reduction of forest habitat within their ranges," Valerie Kapos, co-author of the study and ecologist at the UNEP World Monitoring Center in Cambridge, eastern England, told Reuters. 

The report entitled "Bamboo Diversity" is the most comprehensive analysis to date of the impact of deforestation on bamboo species. 

"It is the first time anyone has done this systematic assessment where they have worked all the way through a group of species and worked specifically at distribution and remaining habitat," Kapos explained. 

The fates of Asia's giant pandas, which eat only bamboo, Africa's mountain gorillas, Madagascar's golden lemurs and the mountain tapir in South America as well as other animal and bird species are linked to bamboo. 

"All over the world there are animals that are very, very closely connected with bamboo," said Kapos. "The mountain gorilla in Africa, at some times of the year, get between 70-90 percent of their diet from bamboo shoots." 

Bamboo, which is a giant, woody grass, is called the "wood of the poor" in India and the "friend of the people" in China because of its diverse use in everything from food and cooking to furniture, paper, musical instruments, boats and houses. 

A single bamboo clump can produce up to 9 miles of usable pole in its lifetime, according to INBAR. 

Kapos, who described the report as a global wake-up call, used existing knowledge about the range of bamboo species and combined it with current forest distribution to determine the impact of deforestation on bamboo species. 

She and her colleagues identified 250 woody bamboo species that have less than 2,000 square km of forest remaining within their growing range. It also pinpointed areas of high concentrations of bamboo in southern China, Madagascar and parts of the southeast Amazon and Atlantic forest of Brazil. 

"Now we need to look much more closely at the dynamics of what is going on. We need to look more closely at the processes that are threatening the species, determine which species are the most threatened and take conservation action in the areas where those species are concentrated," Kapos added. __________________________________________________________________________
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Me old bamboo
Sid Billington
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I never liked the taste of it anyway
Pandas. They love a bit of bamboo, don't they? So do some gorillas and even a bat called the lesser bamboo bat likes to munch on the stuff, which is handy, considering its name and everything.

But there's bad news hidden beneath the cute animal cover-up: the bamboo plant is in serious danger.

"As many as half of the 1,200 woody bamboo species may be in danger of extinction because of the continuing destruction of their forest habitats, says the report. 

"Large numbers of vulnerable animals that depend almost entirely on bamboo for food and shelter - which include pandas, lemurs and mountain gorillas - face an even greater struggle for survival," The Independent reports.

Oh yeah, we forgot about lemurs, but then they're not as cute as pandas, are they?

This study was conducted by the United Nations' Cambridge-based World Conservation Monitoring Centre. Or WCMC for short, and the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan.

Serious names mean serious business.

But it's not just animals who will suffer, us humans will too. 

"They (bamboo) not only provide habitats for large numbers of other species, but are used for human purposes. International trade in bamboo products, mostly from cultivated sources, is worth more than $2bn annually."

So you see, there really is a reason to save it.

Millions depend on wild bamboo for food, while it's also used for musical instruments, furniture, paper and acupuncture needles.

Who knew?

So let's save that useful plant. If not for us, then do it for the cute pandas.

Illawarra Mercury (Australia)
May 12, 2004 Wednesday

Panda's Food Source Threat

BODY:
DEFORESTATION is endangering about a third of the world's 1200 bamboo species and threatening rare animals such as giant pandas and mountain gorillas that depend on the plants for food and protection.

A joint report released yesterday by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the International Network for Bamboo and Rattan (INBAR) warned that it would also harm a $2.86 billion-a-year bamboo industry and the millions of people who use the plants for food, housing, furniture and handicrafts.

The report is the most comprehensive analysis to date of the impact of deforestation on bamboo species.

LOAD-DATE: May 12, 2004 _________________________________________________________________________________________
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UN's Kosovo cleanup shows war was wise

National Post 

Wed 12 May 2004 

Page: A14 

Section: World 

Byline: Steven Edwards 

Column: Steven Edwards 

UNITED NATIONS - Teams of environmental cleanup experts dispatched by the United Nations to Kosovo after the NATO bombing have successfully restored the four most polluted industrial sites to near-pristine condition. 

This is counter to the beliefs held by some environmental groups. They claim the sites had been so polluted by the 1999 bombing they would always pose a threat to residents' health. 

In the activists' view, allowing Slobodan Milosevic, then Yugoslavia's ruler, to continue his ethnic cleansing campaign in the Serb province was preferable to hobbling his war machine. 

Now, officials of the UN Environment Program (UNEP) say the four sites -- Pancevo, Kragujevac, Novi Sad and Bor -- are in better shape than they were before the war. They point out that much of the pollution was not the result of the NATO campaign. Rather, it was caused by years of neglect under the country's Communist rulers. 

The success of the cleanup, the first of its kind ever undertaken by the United Nations, bodes well for similar efforts unfolding in Afghanistan and Liberia, and planned for Iraq when the security dangers subside. It shows that, over the long term, progress can be made on all fronts in the struggle to build a better society when a dictatorial regime is overthrown. 

"The closure of UNEP's [cleanup] activities in the Balkans is a positive signal," said Klaus Toepfer, the program's executive director. "It demonstrates that ... southeastern Europe is progressing from conflict to peace." 

The level of damage appeared enormous at the time, as the bombs set off firestorms in oil refineries, chemical plants, car plants and other factories. 

Environmentalists said the release of pollutants would turn Yugoslavia's water reserves into carcinogenic cesspools. 

Because many of the targets were on the banks of the Danube or its tributaries, contaminants would flow into Romania, Bulgaria, Moldova and Ukraine, they warned. 

Bulgaria reported a major oil slick on the river after NATO planes bombed a refinery upstream. In Romania, the government said high concentrations of toxic heavy metals in the Danube threatened fish stocks. Acid rain fell on Romania. 

The bombing of another oil terminal sent a 10- to 15-kilometre-long smoke cloud over the country. 

Among the prophets of doom was Mikhail Gorbachev, the former Soviet leader. Long-term damage to the environment was unavoidable, no matter how fast and efficient cleanup efforts were, he said in an article in Italy's La Stampa newspaper as head of the environmental organization Green Cross International. For his part, Mr. Milosevic claimed repeatedly the West had caused irreparable damage to the entire region. 

The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Finland were the biggest donors among 10 European Union backers of the UN cleanup. The work began with on-site assessments by experts who toured the country in mobile laboratories. 

"It was the first time the UN had done this after a war," said Robert Bisset, Paris-based spokesman for UNEP. 

"The experts found there wasn't a huge amount of environmental damage caused by the war, but the war had made the pollution problem worse." 

The four cities with the biggest industrial targets were flagged as "hot spots" needing immediate attention. Pollution ranged from liquid mercury on the ground at Pancevo to PCB leakage into the soil from a car factory in Kragujevac. 

"One of the big images of the war was a big black cloud over Pancevo," Mr. Bisset said. "But it's a fine line to know what quantity of pollutants were in the ground before the war." 

The cleanup involved carting away thousands of tonnes of soil, treating other deposits and training local authorities in techniques to prevent future pollution. A big rebuilding program included replacement of damaged or ageing sewage treatment plants and other waste-removal infrastructure such as pipes. Following completion of 17 separate projects, UNEP says fresh drinking water is now assured for tens of thousands of people. 

"The result is not perfect but it is certainly restored to the state it was before the conflict," Mr. Bisset said. 

"In fact, the Serbs are in a better position today, thanks to the new equipment, the new technologies and the training." 

In a ceremony in Belgrade on Friday, UNEP handed over the documentation and equipment used in the cleanup to the Serbian Ministry of Science and Environmental Protection. 

"More work is needed in Pancevo and Bor [because of earlier] inadequate technologies," Miroslav Spasojevic, head of the ministry's international co-operation department, said after the ceremony. 

"But Kragujevac and Novi Sad are not to be regarded as black spots any more." _________________________________________________________________________________________

Bahrain Tribune

11 May 2004

Funds needed to implement Stockholm convention rules - Bahrain 
Bahrain has a tight policy when it comes to managing the use, disposal and trading in polluting chemicals but still needs funding to the tune of nearly $350,000 to fully implement the Stockholm Convention for persistent organic pollutants (POPs) which the Kingdom signed two years ago, said Dr Afaf Al Sho'ala, director of environmental control at Environmental Affairs. 
She was speaking on the sidelines of the five-day UN Environment Programme (UNEP) regional workshop on National Action Plans under the Stockholm Convention with emphasis on dioxins, furans and PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls).
The workshop is being conducted by the UNEP chemicals unit in Geneva in co-ordination with UNEP's regional office for west Asia, and 35 delegates from different Arab countries are attending it. It is under the patronage of Governor of Southern Governorate and chairman of the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife Shaikh Abdullah bin Hamad Al Khalifa.
"Developing countries that are signatories to the Stockholm Convention do have access to some funding help, and when Bahrain signed the convention, we brought in an UNEP expert who worked with the stakeholders and assessed that we'd need nearly $350,000 to completely implement the regulations," Dr Al-Sho'ala said. "Despite the fact that the funding hasn't yet been sanctioned by the authorities, Bahrain has made considerable progress in working to streamline the management of chemical pollutants.
"For instance, in 2001, we helped move a ministerial order on the management of health-care waste and got the Salmaniya Medical Centre incinerator removed from Salmaniya premises since it was in the middle of a residential area. This was part of our efforts to implement stringent dioxin and furan limits. These are emitted when waste is incinerated."
Bahrain has strict regulations to prevent the unauthorised importation of chlorinated pesticides, and in the list of 127 chemicals banned in Bahrain are the 12 most dangerous POPs targetted for phasing out and management by the Stockholm Convention. 
Delegates were welcomed by Dr Ismael Al Madany of the Public Commission for the Protection of Marine Resources, Environment and Wildlife, who said Bahrain recognised the danger of chemical pollution and was ready to co-operate with the world to curb the use and careless disposal of such chemicals.
UNEP's Dr Habib Al Habr said the workshop was part of UN programme efforts to help nations cope with the growing list of dangerous chemicals added to at the rate of 1,500 a day globally and about which barely 5 per cent of information was available. "We're concerned about the management and trade of these chemicals, many of which are already banned in developed countries but which continue to show up in big quantities in the developing world."
Topics to be grappled with include the overview and requirements in the action plan, social and economic issues related to POPs and registration of chemicals used, inventory control, options for domestic disposal, export, local management of equipment, best environment practices and best available techniques.
Green Consumer Guide

Africa progresses on lead-free fuel

Wednesday 12 May 2004

An initiative to phase-out leaded vehicle fuel in Africa, agreed upon at the [image: image5.jpg]


Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development, has achieved significant progress according to the UN Environment Programme. The development is set to be one of the few success stories from the ill-fated 2002 event. 

More than 50% of petrol sold in the sub-Saharan region is now unleaded, and a full switchover is expected by the end of 2005. Kenya’s recent announcement that it intends a lead phase-out will prove to be a key factor, as the country is an exporter of fuel in East Africa. 

Patrick Bultynck, Senior Urban Transport Economist for the World Bank's Africa Region, said; "The phase out of lead in petrol in Africa is part of our global activities aimed at delivering a healthier and cleaner urban environment across the developing world. Indeed, a cleaner urban environment is a key for sustainable economic and social development. Lead-free petrol is one important aspect of this work, but not the end of our ambitions.” 

________________________________________________________________________________________
Associated Press Online
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U.N. Looks at Endangered Species List

BYLINE: JONATHAN FOWLER; Associated Press Writer

   Namibia has requested permission to loosen a global ban on ivory sales, Japan

wants to ease restrictions on trade in whales, and Australia is seeking

protection for the great white shark, a  United Nations  body said Wednesday.

   The proposals are among more than 50 submitted to the U.N. Convention on

International Trade in Endangered Species, or CITES, ahead of a conference later

this year.

   Every two years, CITES reviews the global list of endangered species, which

offers varying degrees of protection to some 30,000 plant and animal species. 

   The 166 countries in the convention will decide which of the proposals to

approve, reject or modify when they meet in Bangkok, Thailand, in October. The

disclosure of proposals traditionally starts months of campaigning by

governments and conservation organizations.

   Even after commercial fishing and the timber industry are set aside, the

international trade in wildlife is big business, estimated to be worth billions

of dollars annually and to involve more than 350 million plant and animal

specimens every year, CITES said.

   "Unregulated international trade can push threatened and endangered species

over the brink, especially when combined with habitat loss and other

pressures," it added.

   The African elephant is a regular feature at CITES meetings.

   African governments are deeply split over the ivory trade, which has been

banned since 1989.

   Five southern African countries - South Africa, Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe

and Namibia - all have huge elephant herds that are in some cases destroying the

environment. The countries have argued that each year they should be allowed to

sell a set amount of ivory from elephants that have died naturally or were

culled under government-supervised programs.

   In 2002, CITES voted to allow Botswana, Namibia and Zimbabwe a one-time sale

of a collective 60 metric tons (66 US tons) of ivory.

   Although none of the countries has yet held sales under the 2002 deal,

pending in-depth surveys of elephant numbers, Namibia is seeking an annual

export quota of 2 metric tons (2.2 US tons).

   But countries such as Kenya, where the elephant population is still

recovering from rampant poaching in the 1980s, are worried that such sales give

cover to poachers who want to sell illegally obtained ivory.

   The illegal ivory trade is fueled largely by the legal domestic ivory-working

industry in Asian countries including China, CITES has said. Many Chinese

traders duck controls by faking ivory carvings to look like antiques or claiming

they use tusks stockpiled before 1989.

   Japan, which has been pushing hard for the lifting of the global ban on

whaling imposed in 1986 by the International Whaling Commission, is asking for

permission to trade in minke whales. CITES currently forbids any international

trade in whale products.

   Norway is the only country that conducts commercial whaling. Japan hunts

whales as part of a research program - which produces tons of meat for sale.

   Demand for meat also fuels the trade in sharks, particularly in Asia, where

shark fin soup is an expensive delicacy. More than 100 million sharks are killed

each year, many left to die after their fins are removed and they're tossed

overboard.

   CITES first restricted trade two years ago, adding the whale shark and the

basking shark to its list. Australia and Madagascar have proposed including the

great white shark, one of 480 shark species.

   Among other species countries want added to the list are southeast Asia's

Irrawaddy dolphin, the Mediterranean date mussel and the humphead wrasse - a

large and valuable Pacific reef fish.

   Other proposals include restricting trade in Asia's commercially valuable

agarwood and ramin trees.
__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Climate film 'flawed but useful' 
By Alex Kirby 
BBC News Online environment correspondent 


The blockbuster climate disaster movie The Day After Tomorrow contains badly flawed science and ignores the laws of physics, leading UK scientists believe. 
But many of them have welcomed the film as a dramatic and popular way to raise people's awareness of climate change. 

Sir David King, the government's chief scientific adviser, said he hoped many ordinary Americans would see the film. 

And the former US Vice-President Al Gore said the risks the film portrayed were a threat to our common future. 

Beyond the science 
Speaking in London, Sir David described The Day After Tomorrow as "a spectacular action film" which portrayed the switching off of the Gulf Stream and the Northern Hemisphere's subsequent plunge into a new Ice Age. 

The scientific consensus was that climate change might lead to a weakening of the thermohaline circulation (THC), the phenomenon that drives the Gulf Stream; but it was not expected to cause its complete halting, as in the film. 

It's a movie, and we shouldn't get too po-faced about it 
Dr Geoff Jenkins, Hadley Centre 

Sir David said the present global atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration of 379 parts per million, the highest for at least 420,000 years, was "very significantly higher" than during previous warm periods. 

But that did not mean the THC, which keeps north-western Europe about 5C warmer than it would be otherwise, would switch off at all, and certainly not as quickly as The Day After Tomorrow suggested. 

The film "unrealistically concertinas into a few weeks a scenario which, if it did occur, would take decades or a century". 

Sir David said: "The film brings events together into a highly unlikely or even impossible scenario. It's very difficult to explain the physics of it. 

"But what's good is that while my colleagues and I have just spent half an hour presenting you with the scientific understanding of climate change, the movie gets the basic message across in a few sentences of dialogue. It's a beautiful piece of script-writing. 

Ignoring the facts 
"I hope US audiences will see it. It's very important that we all take cognisance of what science is saying, and that includes American politicians." 

He said there had been 21,000 extra fatalities in Europe's heatwave in 2003 that had been attributable to climate change, but few had made the link. 

Sir David said: "There's a problem in dramatising these events, because even when they happen in the real world we don't seem to take much notice of them." 

One of his colleagues was Dr Geoff Jenkins, head of climate prediction at the Met Office's Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction and Research. 

He said: "It's a movie, and we shouldn't get too po-faced about it. Hollywood's not going to make money out of a bunch of scientists discussing uncertainties." 

Dr Jenkins said scientists thought a collapse of the THC was a low-probability but high-impact event. But they did not know how low the probability was, and in principle it could happen. 

Dr David Viner, of the Climatic Research Unit at the University of East Anglia, told BBC News Online: "The film got a lot of the detail wrong, and the direction of change as well - cooling of this sort is very unlikely with global warming. 

"But the fact that The Day After Tomorrow raises awareness about climate change must be a good thing." 

Images copyright 2004 Twentieth Century Fox. 
Story from BBC NEWS:

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Governments Propose New CITES Trade Rules For Dozens of Wildlife Species



From UNEP Geneva
Wednesday, May 12, 2004

GENEVA, 12 May 2004 -- The Secretariat of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) has received over 50 proposals from its member Governments to adjust the rules governing the international trade in various wildlife species.

The proposals offer detailed arguments on how to improve the conservation and sustainable use of the African elephant, the minke whale, the great white shark, various tropical birds, trees and orchids, numerous turtle species, the southern white rhinoceros, two species of crocodile, the bald eagle, several medicinal plants and many other species.

Governments will accept, reject or adjust these proposals for amending the CITES Appendices at a conference in Bangkok from 2 to 14 October 2004. These Appendices list species that are at risk and whose import and export is controlled through a permit system (Appendix II) and species that are already endangered and that may not be commercially traded (Appendix I).

The African elephant is a regular feature of the CITES agenda. Following a 1989 ban on the international ivory trade, CITES permitted some one-off sales in 1997 and again in 2002. The 2002 sales from Botswana (20 tonnes), Namibia (10 tonnes) and South Africa (30 tonnes) have not yet occurred pending the establishment of baseline data on poaching and populations.

Namibia has now submitted a proposal for an annual export quota of two tonnes of ivory. Both Namibia and South Africa are proposing to trade elephant leather commercially in addition to ivory.

Japan is recommending that three populations of minke whale be transferred from Appendix I to Appendix II. CITES currently forbids any international trade in whale products. Madagascar and Australia propose adding the great white shark to Appendix II. No sharks were included in Appendix II until two years ago, when the whale shark and the basking shark were added.

Marine turtles and land tortoises are under various degrees of threat around the world, and many are already listed in the CITES Appendices. Six additional species are now proposed for inclusion in Appendix II. They are the soft-shelled pig-nosed turtle, McCord's snake-necked turtle, the Malayan flat-shelled turtle, the Malayan snail-eating turtle, the Asian soft-shelled turtle and the flyriver turtle. In addition, the Malagasy spider tortoise is being proposed for Appendix I.

Sea animals on the agenda in Bangkok will include the humphead wrasse (a large and valuable reef fish occurring in the Indo-Pacific), south-east Asia's Irrawaddy dolphin and the Mediterranean date mussel. Birds will include the yellow-crested cockatoo, the lilac-crowned parrot, the peach-faced lovebird and the painted bunting.

One of the new proposals recommends transferring the African lion from Appendix II to Appendix I. Other proposals call for easing the trade restrictions on the bald eagle and the southern white rhinoceros and introducing the permit system. The United States proposes removing the bobcat, now on Appendix II, from the CITES regime.

Three proposals concern crocodiles. Cuba proposes to transfer the Cuban crocodile from Appendix I to Appendix II. Namibia would like to do the same for its national population of the Nile crocodile. Zambia, whose population of the Nile crocodile is already listed on Appendix II, is now requesting an annual export quota of no more than 548 wild specimens.

Madagascar proposes adding the leaf-necked geckos and the coloured serpent -- considered the country's most spectacular snake -- to CITES via Appendix II. Kenya proposes the same listing for two species of viper.

The plant proposals would introduce Appendix II permit requirements for Asia's commercially valuable agarwood and ramin (or white wood) trees plus a number of Asian trees belonging to the Taxus genus. Also on the agenda are an orchid from Colombia and a cactus from southern Africa.

The CITES Secretariat will now review and analyse all of the proposals it has received. It will publish its preliminary technical and scientific assessment of the proposals together with its preliminary recommendations in early June.

Thousands of species around the world are endangered as a result of human activities such as habitat destruction, poaching, over-harvesting and pollution. CITES was adopted in 1973 to address the threat posed by just one of these activities: unsustainable international trade. To date, some 166 countries have become Parties to the treaty, making it one of the world's most important agreements on species conservation and non-detrimental use of wildlife.

Even after commercial fishing and the timber industry are set aside, the international trade in wildlife is big business, estimated to be worth billions of dollars annually and to involve more than 350 million plant and animal specimens every year. Unregulated international trade can push threatened and endangered species over the brink, especially when combined with habitat loss and other pressures.

CITES accords varying degrees of protection to some 30,000 plant and animal species depending on their biological status and the impact that international trade may have upon them. Appendix I contains fewer than 600 animal species and a little more than 300 plant species, whereas Appendix II covers over 4,100 animal species and 28,000 plant species -- seven times as many animal species and 90 times more plant species. Appendix III, which includes species that are protected within the borders of a member country, lists over 290 species.


Note to journalists: The proposals can be viewed at www.cites.org. 

For more information, please contact Juan-Carlos Vasquez, CITES Secretariat, at +41-22-917-8156 or juan.vasquez@unep.ch, or Michael Williams, UNEP Information Officer, at +41-79-409-1528 (cell), +41-22-917-8242 (office), or michael.williams@unep.ch.

_________________________________________________________________________________________

ENS

Gore: Hollywood, and Bush, Engage in Climate Change Fiction 
By J.R. Pegg
WASHINGTON, DC, May 12, 2004 (ENS) - Former Vice President Al Gore says no one should confuse the forthcoming disaster movie "The Day After Tomorrow" with an accurate account of global warming. But neither should they believe Bush administration statements that global warming may not be real, said Gore, who hopes the new Hollywood film will throw the national spotlight on the issue. 

It is time the nation got serious about global warming, Gore said, and time people acknowledged that the "Bush/Cheney administration has worked very hard to create a false impression that the scientific community is uncertain about whether this is a serious problem." 

"This is dishonest behavior that can lead to an unhealthy debate in our democracy," said the 2000 Democratic presidential nominee. "The consequences [we face] are potentially so devastating that it is absolutely crucial we correct the misimpressions whenever we can." 

Gore spoke with reporters Tuesday to announce the start of a grassroots campaign centered around the movie by the liberal advocacy group moveon.org. 

The organization will hold a town hall meeting featuring scientists and environmentalists prior to the March 24 New York premiere of the movie and will deploy volunteers to hand out leaflets on the reality of global warming when the film opens nationwide on March 28. [image: image6.jpg]



Former Vice President Al Gore addressed global warming in his 1992 book "Earth in the Balance."(Photo courtesy moveon.org)
The $125 million movie begins with the collapse of an Antarctic ice sheet, causing massive tidal waves and storms that trigger a deep freeze across much of the planet within days. 

The film exaggerates the effects and timescale of climate change, according to Harvard University paleoclimatologist Dan Schrag, but the phenomenon is real. 

There are things about global warming scientists do not fully understand, Schrag said, but there is no doubt human emissions of greenhouse gases - primarily from the burning of fossil fuels - are the key cause. 

The body of evidence supported by the vast majority of climate scientists shows that if human emissions of greenhouse gases are left unchecked, there is a 90 percent probability that surface temperatures on Earth will rise between 1.7 to 4.9 degrees Celsius (3 to 8.2 degrees Fahrenheit) by 2100. 

Higher temperatures caused by the increased levels of greenhouse gases are expected to result in rising sea levels, melting of the polar ice caps, erratic and severe weather patterns, and a host of other environmental problems that could have far reaching impacts. 

Schrag, who joined Gore on Tuesday's teleconference, noted that concentrations of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere have risen from 280 parts per million (ppm) prior to the start of the industrial revolution to 380 ppm. Carbon dioxide is the most abundant greenhouse gas of the six gases governed by international treaty. 

"These levels have not been seen for at least half a million years and we are headed for 500 to 1,000 ppm," he said. "Those levels have not been seen for 30 to 50 million years." 

"We are performing an experiment on the planet," Schrag told reporters. 

Halting, or even slowing, that experiment will only get harder the longer humanity waits, Schrag added, and is a key reason why action is needed now. 
Increased torrential rains are an expected result of climate change. (Photo by C. Errath courtesy FAO)
"The climate system has an enormous amount of momentum - it is more like a locomotive than a small sports car," he said. "We can not slow down quickly. We have to start now. 

Many scientists and environmentalists believe the United States cannot just focus on adaptive technologies and must adopt mandatory reductions of greenhouse gases, particularly of carbon dioxide, produced by the combustion of coal, oil and gas for power and transportation. 

With about five percent of the world's population, the United States is responsible for more than a quarter of the world's greenhouse gas emissions. 

But the Bush administration is against mandatory greenhouse gas emissions reductions and - to the dismay of much of the scientific community - has repeatedly questioned the science behind global warming. 

The administration has instead called for more study of climate change and has pushed forward with a voluntary program to cut the nation's greenhouse gas intensity - the ratio of emissions to economic output - by 18 percent. 

Bush administration officials contend this plan will allow emissions reductions without harming the U.S. economy. 

Critics believe this approach will do little to reduce emissions and note that the United Nations released data last year that found U.S. greenhouse gas emissions rose some 14 percent from 1990 to 2000. 

U.S. greenhouse gas emissions are expected to increase another 12 percent by 2012. 

There are some signs the administration is concerned about the potential impact of the forthcoming Hollywood movie, which Fox plans to spend some $50 million to promote. 

A memo obtained by "The New York Times" detailed a directive by top officials with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) that ordered agency scientists not to discuss the movie - a position officials say is no longer in effect. 
President George W. Bush favors voluntary measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. (Photo by Paul Morse courtesy the White House)
A slew of environmental organizations - including Environmental Defense, Rainforest Action Network, U.S. Public Interest Research Group, Worldwatch Institute and the Natural Resources Defense Council - are also planning global warming campaigns around the movie. 

Gore acknowledged that even with the help of the fictional Hollywood movie, it may be difficult to get the public fired up about global warming. 

"It does present a challenge to describe the true nature of this issue," Gore said. "But more and more people are feeling it in their gut, they are listening to their parents and grandparents telling them the weather is very different now than it was when they were children." 

"Ten of the hottest years in recorded history have been in the last 13 years," Gore said. "We are close to a tipping point where the majority is going to say we have to do something." 

For a copy of the leaflet that will be distributed by moveon.org, see here.
__________________________________________________________________________________________

The Guardian 

'If the land gets sick and dies, so will the people' 
The Climate Group, a new body bringing together big business and government, meets in Toronto to find ways to save the environment

Tania Branigan in Poplar River, Canada
Wednesday May 12, 2004
The Guardian
'Look at the water; it's glistening like diamonds. This is beautiful, beautiful country," said Frances Valiquette, gazing across the wilderness surrounding the Poplar River reserve in the province of Manitoba. 

"We have 10 kids and we raised them all off the land. We lived off the land and lived good. Marcel, my husband, fished and trapped and we sold the pelts for money. We never saw welfare," she added. 

The 70-year-old First Nation elder and her husband have spent their lives among these creeks and paper birch thickets. Two hundred and fifty miles north of Winnipeg, and accessible only by air, snow road in winter and boat in summer, the reserve has proved a generous home to 1,000 indigenous Canadians. 

Yet the couple believe the land is dying. Its wildlife is vanishing; its weather freakish; its waters dangerously unpredictable. 

The last few years have seen intense storms, fierce gales and scorching summers. Their beloved river runs suddenly high, too risky to canoe; then Lake Winnipeg drops so low that boat motors break on the rocks. "In the past, if we set 12 traps we would probably get 10 rabbits. But we only got two or three this whole winter," Ms Valiquette said, shaking her head. 

"There was a time when you couldn't step anywhere without treading on frogs, but even they've disappeared. You just can't live off the land." 

She is convinced the cause of these devastating changes is simple: global warming. And if she is right, the problems are only beginning. Scientists warn that by 2080, winter temperatures in the central Canadian province of Manitoba will be 5C to 15C higher than at present. 

Internationally, the average surface temperature will rise 1-3C over the next few decades and extreme weather could create 150 million environmental refugees by 2050. Tony Blair last month described global warming as the planet's most serious long-term threat. 

It was Canada which put the issue on the world agenda by hosting the first international climate change conference 15 years ago. Today, experts will convene in the same city, Toronto, to lobby for rapid cuts to greenhouse gas emissions and find the best ways of achieving them. 

The conference is the work of the Climate Group, a new body bringing together leading firms, governments and non-governmental organisations from around the world. But while the goals have not changed, the tactics and rhetoric have. 

The Climate Group's focus is on tackling major polluters - rather than individuals - and it promises that cutting emis sions means instant gains, not painful sacrifices. They cite the example of BP, which spent £11m cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 10% in three years, and saved £365m. "You don't have to go and live in a teepee in Wales. A lot could be done without having any noticeable impact on people's quality of life," said Steve Howard, the group's chief executive. 

The keys, they believe, are to tap into clean energy sources, such as hydroelectricity and wind power, while improving the efficiency of buildings and equipment. 

While Canada supplies more oil and gas to the US than Saudi Arabia, it has also been among the first to pioneer radical solutions. The province of Manitoba could well boast a "carbon surplus" in the near future and is heavily promoting clean energy production. Its hydroelectricity firm already exports 30% of its power - the cheapest in north America - to the US, the world's largest carbon dioxide emitter. 

Balance
"Canada is so richly endowed with resources that we tend to focus on solutions on the supply side. In the EU you don't have the same resources so there's more emphasis on the demand or efficiency side. Neither is the complete solution; it's about finding a balance," says Ken Klassen, of the government's natural resources agency. The group does not suggest other countries copy Canadian strategies; rather, they adopt its zeal and find solutions which exploit their own strengths. In Mr Howard's words, "There are good examples everywhere - but different good examples." 

In London, for instance, the congestion charge has cut carbon dioxide emissions in the charging zone by 19%. 

Nicky Gavron, Labour's candidate for deputy mayor and the assembly member leading on environmental issues for Mayor Ken Livingstone, describes the task of further cuts as "daunting" but achievable with boldness. 

The alternative, believes the Climate Group, is unthinkable. Countries such as Canada, with substantial Arctic tracts, are disproportionately affected by the rising temperatures that result from the massive use of fossil fuels, and the resulting rise in gases which trap heat in the atmosphere. 

"If there's a canary in terms of global warming, I believe it's the north," said Gary Doer, Manitoba's premier. "The cost of doing nothing is too great for Canada." 

The effects are already visible at Poplar River. Moose; martens; lynx; all have dwindled or vanished from the region. Wild rice, once abundant, is scarce. The sun scorches berries before they can ripen. When algae blooms spread across Lake Winnipeg in summer, the fish vanish and the empty nets become so thick with the plant that they look like green blankets. 

"You see how beautiful this land is? That didn't happen by mistake," said Ray Rabliauskas, the reserve's land management coordinator. "Elders like Frances have worked hard to keep it that way, and it should be intact for our children and grandchildren. If the land gets sick and dies, then so will the people." 

A region to make others green with envy 

· Manitoba authorities are building a 10,000-household estate in which every new home will be heated and cooled by a geothermal heat pump, tapping into the energy produced by the earth and eliminating the need for gas pipes 

· It will introduce 10% ethanol to petrol by 2007, cutting emissions by the equivalent of 10,000 vehicles 

· Its new generation hydros will reduce the impact of dam-building and produce 0.5% of the greenhouse gases emitted by a coal-fired plant generating the same amount of power 

· It is pressing for the creation of a national grid so it can export clean energy across Canada. Wind and water sources together could produce enough power to replace 10 nuclear plants 

· Toronto is the only city in the world with an agency exclusively devoted to tackling climate change. It has already saved £8m on an initial outlay of £6m, while slashing carbon dioxide emissions in its own buildings by 42%. Ken Livingstone wants London to launch a similar body if he wins a second term as mayor 

· Pioneering projects in the city include the introduction of water cooling for buildings - circulating waters drawn from Lake Ontario - in place of energy-hungry air conditioning 

· The Canadian federal government gives owners cash rewards for improving their home's energy efficiency 
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Reuters

Wetter World Counters Greenhouse Gases - Scientists


SYDNEY - Australian scientists have found the Earth may be more resilient to global warming than first thought, and they say a warmer world means a wetter planet, encouraging more plants to grow and soak up greenhouse gases. 

"The global water cycle has changed in response to greenhouse emissions," almost 100 Australian greenhouse scientists said in an annual statement on their research received on Wednesday. 

"As the world warms it is, on average, getting wetter," said the scientists, who met recently under the banner of Australia's Cooperative Research Center for Greenhouse Accounting. 

A wetter and cloudier world would see more plants and more photosynthesis to counter greenhouse gases and also mean less evaporation as less solar radiation reaches the Earth. 

"Contrary to widespread expectations, potential evaporation from the soil and land-based water bodies like lakes is decreasing in most places," the scientists said. 

An increase in trees and shrubs in the world's grasslands in recent decades was a major counter to greenhouse gases, they said. 

"Forests, farms and grasslands across the world absorb significant volumes of greenhouse gases. They have the potential to absorb more, ameliorating climate change. 

"Properly managed, they could buy time for the world's people to make the major reductions in greenhouse emissions from power generation, industry and transport that will be required to reduce the damage from climate change." 

Story Date: 13/5/2004 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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General environment news

The World Bank Approves Single-Largest Grant Ever for the Environment in Support of Madasgascar's Third Environment Program

World Bank (Washington, DC): The World Bank Board yesterday approved an International Development Association (IDA) Development Grant of US$40.0 million equivalent and a Global Environment Facility (GEF) Trust Fund Grant of US$9.0 million to support the implementation of the third phase of Madagascar's National Environment Action Plan. The grant constitutes the single-largest concessional financing package for the environment provided by the Bank in its 60-year history. The Third Environment Program Support Project, as it is known, is primarily focused on strengthening the results of its previous two phases. It will expand Madagascar's protected areas network to include key missing habitats, establish conservation sites in natural forests and transfer forest management responsibilities to communities. These will be complemented by measures aimed at reducing existing pressures on natural forests, including reforestation and the scaling-up of the usage of efficient wood-fuel technologies. "The project aims at ensuring that the long-term management of Madagascar's unique natural habitats and biodiversity resources are set on a more sustainable footing", said Martien van Nieuwkoop, the World Bank's Task Team Leader for the project. Habitat protection and biodiversity conservation are expected to contribute directly to poverty reduction and economic growth in Madagascar.

As a member of a broad coalition of bilateral and multilateral donors and international NGOs, including Conservation International, the World Wildlife Fund for Nature, and the Wildlife Conservation Society, the Bank has supported Madagascar's National Environmental Action Plan since its inception in the early 1990s. So far, the Plan is credited with achieving a number of tangible results, including: (i) reduced deforestation and erosion rates; (ii) greater ownership by communities through forest management transfers of sustainable natural resource management; (iii) secured diversity of key habitats and species; and (iv) increased revenue generating capacity of conservation efforts as testified by the growing number of visitors to Madagascar's national parks. For more information on the World Bank's work in Madagascar visit:

http//worldbank.org/afr/mg

http://allafrica.com/stories/200405120691.html
Tripoli symposium discusses water management 

Tripoli, Libya (PANA) - A symposium on the management of water and desertification wound up here Wednesday after deliberating issues pertaining to sustainable development, including urban water supply and country planning. At the symposium, the Grand Artificial River project in Libya was discussed at length. Also discussed was the optimization of water pumping and the irrigation of desert areas.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042251&dte=12/05/2004
Kenya risks depleting its water resources, warns minister 

Nairobi, Kenya (PANA) - Kenya will soon run short of water if her people do not prioritize their consumption of the precious commodity, Water Resources Management and Development Minister Martha Karua Wednesday warned here. Water was already a scarce commodity given the fact that the country has limited natural endowment, she added. She was addressing the press during the opening of a daylong media workshop on the role of journalists in a reforming society here. Karua said her ministry was working towards offering an efficient and effective water delivery system to the citizens. She commended the New Water Act 2000 whose operationalisation is now 70 percent complete. The act aims to separate the role of water provision from that of management. The minister said the act recognized the role of other actors and stakeholders in water management, and recognized media as a major stakeholder in this. Turning to flooding in flood-prone areas in western Kenya which are known to claim a number of lives, the minister said her ministry in conjunction with the National Youth Service and the Kenya Army had rehabilitated dykes to stem the problem. Speaking on behalf of the media, editor Miwaga Oketch cautioned the press against over-focusing on politics at the expense of more pressing issues such as floods and environmental degradation.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042221&dte=12/05/2004
Uganda Parliament halts motion on equitable use of Nile 

Kampala, Uganda (PANA) - Citing the consequent compensation the country would have to pay Egypt and Sudan, Parliament in Uganda has stayed a motion renouncing the pre-independence agreement on the use of Nile waters. At a meeting with Defence minister Ruth Nakabirwa and her counterpart in charge of Water Resources, Maria Mutagamba Parliament's committee on Natural Resources agreed to shelve the motion for another five years. The motion first came up in 2002 and was referred to the committee, which consulted local stakeholders before producing recent report recommending annual compensation worth 1.2 million US dollars to Egypt and Sudan. Nankabirwa and Mutagamba called for the halt saying government will pursue negotiations with Egypt and Sudan for equitable use of Africa's longest river. Last week Parliament blocked presentation of the report to the House citing security threats from an unidentified neighboring state.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042249&dte=12/05/2004
Rescuers pump oil from stricken tanker off Cape Town 

Cape Town, South Africa (PANA) - Salvage operators have begun pumping fuel from the tanks of a stricken bulk carrier off South Africa's west coast in an attempt to avert an environmental disaster should the ship sink. The 150,000-ton Taiwanese-registered Cape Africa is in serious danger of sinking after a 20 metre-wide hole developed in her hull. The ship is currently located 120 miles west of Cape Town where harbour authorities have refused her permission to dock until all her oil has been removed. South Africa's Agulhas and the Russian tug Nikolay Chiker are both assisting in the operation. Two weeks ago the Cape Africa issued a distress call following the discovery of a large hole in its hull. It is still unclear how the ship, which was en route from Brazil to Taiwan, got damaged. The last major oil slick off South Africa occurred in 2000 when thousands of penguins died and thousands more were rescued from oil leaking from the sunken bulk carrier Treasure off Cape Town.

http://www.panapress.com/newslat.asp?code=eng042181&dte=12/05/2004
Coastal Project Completes Works

The Independent (Banjul): The coastal Protection Project, which was earlier launched to curtail the devastating effect of sea erosion, recently completed its works at a wrapping up ceremony held at the Kairaba Beach Hotel. Speaking at the occasion, Executive Director of the National Environmental Agency (NEA), Momodou Sarr, said the consistent erosion of the sea was a threat associated with the encroachment to property, land and the people, as its effects were evident on the coastline. It is in this spirit that the government of The Gambia received 20 million-dollar loan from the African Development Bank and OPEC to undertake works for the protection of the coastline, he said, following which a contract was signed with D. Blankenwork International and Royal Haskoning Consultants for detailed design and supervision of the project. The project has generated a great deal of interest, "as past visitors to the country are pleasantly surprised to notice such remarkable changes, caused by beach nourishment and other measures".

http://allafrica.com/stories/200405120494.html
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UN or UNEP in the news

Clean development deal guidelines urged - `Green' investment industry set to begin 
Bangkok Post, 13 May 2004 (Kultida Samabuddhi) - Foreign energy investors and climate change negotiators have urged the government to set a clearer policy for putting the 1997 Kyoto Protocol's clean development mechanism (CDM) into effect.
Asdaporn Krairapanond, an official of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment's office of international cooperation, said greenhouse gas reduction and the CDM should be taken seriously, as the Kyoto pact was likely to come into force soon.
…Bangkok's procedure for approving CDM projects was ``too strict''. A September 2002 cabinet decision required all CDM projects to be approved by cabinet. Activist Wanan Permpibul, of World Wildlife Fund Thailand, said developing countries sought to protect national interests from CDM projects with good reason. Firms had proposed many ``bad and dirty CDM projects'', such as large-scale dams and coal-fired power plants.
http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/13May2004_news20.php 
Loss of bamboo threatens rare animal species 
ABS CBN News, Philippines, May 12, 2004 - LONDON - Deforestation is endangering about a third of the world's 1,200 bamboo species and threatening rare animals such as giant pandas and mountain gorillas that depend on the plants for food and protection. 
http://www.abs-cbnnews.com/NewsStory.aspx?section=SCIENCE&oid=50852 

UN chief invited to Aids conference here 
Bangkok Post, May 13, 2004 - United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan has been invited to join an international conference on HIV/Aids to be held in Bangkok in July.
Foreign Ministry deputy spokesman Kiattikhun Chartprasert said Mr Annan was among several international figures who had been invited to the 15th International Aids Conference, jointly organised by the Public Health Ministry.
The first of its kind to be held in Southeast Asia, the conference was expected to draw up to 25,000 participants from around the world.
http://www.bangkokpost.com/News/13May2004_news22.php 

General Environment News

3,000 delegates due for Bangkok meeting

Bangkok Post,  May 13, 2004 - The extinction of species and diseases like bird flu are among environmental problems to be tackled by thousands of delegates a global conference later this year, organizers said yesterday.

More than 3,000 activists, scientists and government officials are expected in Bangkok for the Nov 17-25 meeting of the World Conservation Union, known by its French acronym IUCN, the Swiss-based group said in a statement.

…The meeting will focus on solutions to problems like the loss of species and ecosystems, poverty, globalisation and related health concerns. (AP)

Wetter planet may counter gases

The Nation (Bangkok), May 13, 2004 – Australian scientists have found the Earth may be more resilient to global warming than first thought, and they say a warmer world means a wetter planet, encouraging more plants to grow and soak up greenhouse gases.
…”As the world warms it is, on average, getting wetter,” said the scientists, who met recently under the banner of Australia’s Cooperative Research Centre for Greenhouse Accounting… (Reuters)

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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W E D N E S D A Y    H I G H L I G H T S
Iraq

*
UN electoral team arrives in Baghdad as Brahimi continues consultations

*
Annan horrified by hostage’s murder and use as ‘public spectacle’

*
UN envoy appeals for neighbours’ help to assure smooth transition

Other news

*
Thousands of Sudanese driven from homes by renewed clashes in south – UN

*
Trilateral Great Lakes meeting in Washington hailed by UN envoy

*
UN official urges top priority for fighting hunger other than high-profile disasters

*
UN-backed conference seeks to boost regional trade through Afghanistan

*
WHO hails US signature of global anti-tobacco accord

*
Cancellation of UN food assessment mission jeopardizes future aid to Zimbabwe

*
Indigenous education boosts women’s health and education prospects – UN

* * * *

Iraq

12 May – A United Nations electoral team arrived today in Iraq, where UN Special Adviser Lakhdar Brahimi continued his meetings with a broad spectrum of the country’s people.

Mr. Brahimi met with members of the Iraqi Democratic Current, headed by Saad Saleh Jaber, and then held a discussion with representatives of a new political party called Iraq for the Iraqis, which brings together university professors, farmers, tribal leaders, journalists, student, judges and lawyers, according to a UN spokesman.

The envoy also held talks with Kurdish leader Jalal Talabani and Dawa Party chief Ibrahim Al-Jafri.

In addition, Mr. Brahimi met with Sunni clerics and prominent religious and civic leaders from Fallujah. “They welcomed Brahimi’s role and looked forward to cooperating with him with a view to finding solutions for the challenges facing Iraq today,” spokesman Fred Eckhard told reporters in New York.

Yesterday, Mr. Brahimi met with the British Ambassador to Iraq, David Richmond, and attended a dinner hosted by Iraq’s newly designated Minister of Human Rights, Bakhtiar Amin, who invited nearly 100 other guests, including members of the Iraqi Governing Council and other prominent Iraqi politicians.

Meanwhile, the electoral team that arrived today is headed by Carina Perelli, Director of the UN Electoral Assistance Division. They are working to support the Iraqis in preparation for polls slated to take place by 31 January 2005.

* * *

Iraq

12 May – United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan today condemned the brutal execution of a civilian hostage in Iraq recently, which was captured on videotape and broadcast worldwide Tuesday.

“He was horrified by the gruesome murder of a civilian hostage…and was particularly disturbed by the use of this killing as a public spectacle,” the Secretary-General’s spokesman Fred Eckhard said in response to a question about hostage Nick Berg, who was beheaded by his hooded captors.

“He extends his deepest condolences to the family of the victim and can only image how they must be feeling,” Mr. Eckhard added.

The Secretary-General condemned all killings of innocent civilians in Iraq, “as he condemns all abuse of all prisoners and other violations of international humanitarian law,” the spokesman said.

“Now more than ever he once again appeals to all parties to adhere strictly to the fundamental precepts of human rights and principles of international humanitarian law,” Mr. Eckhard said.

* * *

Iraq

12 May – With Iraq “in the midst of an exceptionally tense political transition” just 49 days before the handover of sovereignty, a senior United Nations envoy to the country today appealed for help from neighbouring states.

“After its experience of war and occupation, Iraq is in urgent need of international support in all aspects of its development, not least the re-establishment of political stability and internal security,” Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s Special Representative ad interim for Iraq, Ross Mountain, told the opening meeting of Speakers of Parliaments of neighbouring countries in Amman, Jordan.

“Yet the prevailing conditions in Iraq make it an exceptionally challenging environment to provide assistance whether by the United Nations or any other international institution,” he added of the UN mission to help select a caretaker government by 30 June and organize elections by the end of January.

In a reference to recent photographs and reports of abuse of Iraqi detainees by United States personnel, Mr. Mountain noted that tension “has been further intensified by the horrifying revelations” in Abu Ghraib prison near Baghdad.

“Your presence here is testimony to the importance you all attach to assisting Iraq to establish its own parliamentary organs and thereby promote the growth of a healthy political life,” he said.

“What the United Nations is absolutely not striving to do is to tell the Iraqi people who should govern them in a sovereign government in the future,” he added. “The sole objective of the United Nations’ political role in Iraq is therefore to help in providing a framework that will allow the Iraqis to reach agreement among themselves on the way forward. I cannot stress too highly how important it is to help in providing the basic framework and allow the Iraqi people themselves to do the rest.”

Mr. Mountain declared that this is not the first time the world body is aiding the electoral process in fragile security conditions, “but rarely has the United Nations had to help organize elections on this scale under the range of security threats that we face in Iraq.” He stressed that the UN had to do its utmost to help without being present on the ground in the numbers that would be expected elsewhere.

“I am sure that the United Nations has your full support in ensuring that the (electoral) team’s neutrality and impartiality is appreciated and respected,” he told the assembled Speakers.

* * *

Sudan

12 May – The intensified fighting between Sudanese Government-backed militias and the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) has driven up to 100,000 people from the Shilluk Kingdom of southern Sudan, with about half of them fleeing into areas that are inaccessible to United Nations humanitarian workers, a UN spokesman said today.

Armed groups have raped their victims and looted property since the fighting escalated in early March, while villages have been burned to the ground, destroying schools and clinics, spokesman Fred Eckhard told journalists in New York.

About 50,000 internally displaced persons (IDPs) had converged in the city of Malakal, but the others were dispersed elsewhere, he said.
Peace talks between the Arab-dominated Government and the SPLA of the black south have taken place in Kenya. The sticking points have been disagreements over the status of key areas of south-central Sudan: the fruitful Nuba Mountains, the southern Blue Nile and oil-rich Abyei, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in March.

* * *

DR of Congo

12 May – On the eve of a meeting of the Foreign Ministers of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda and Uganda in Washington, D.C., the United Nations special representative in the DRC said today he hoped the talks would lead to the normalization of relations among Central African countries.

The chief of the UN Organization Mission in the DRC (MONUC), William Lacy Swing, recalled that principles of normalization between neighbouring countries were part of the declaration drawn up last September in New York, MONUC spokesman Hamadoun Touré told journalists in Kinshasa, the DRC capital.

An inquiry panel would arrive Friday in Bunia in the eastern region of the DRC to probe sexual abuse allegations against MONUC personnel in the capital of Ituri province, he added.

Meanwhile, MONUC’s human rights director, Luc Henkinbrant, released a 2002-2003 report on the DRC’s prisons, saying “90 per cent of the prisons are in a terrible state. The infrastructure is broken down, or in ruins.”

Promiscuity, malnutrition, lack of hygiene and health care in the prisons make conditions so bad, he said, that “a sentence under the law of five to 10 years constitutes, in fact, a death sentence.”

* * *

Hunger

12 May – With one child dying every five seconds from hunger-related diseases, the head of the United Nations emergency feeding agency has appealed to the United States to put a greater priority on funds for people suffering from chronic hunger than just on the victims of high-profile disasters and emergencies.

“During the course of this hearing several hundred people will die from hunger,” World Food Programme (WFP) Executive Director James Morris told the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee in Washington yesterday.

“Most of the victims will be malnourished young children too weak to fight off the disease. Their deaths will occur quietly in dusty villages in Malawi, the slums of Mumbai, the highlands of Peru. These deaths will not make the news,” he testified.

With more than 40 million people infected with HIV, some two-thirds of them living in conditions of severe poverty in sub-Saharan Africa, Mr. Morris highlighted the critical role food aid plays in helping people living with HIV/AIDS fight the disease.

“Ending AIDS is not a battle we will win with medicine alone – we need proper nutrition, education and clean water,” he said. “The AIDS coverage in the media focuses heavily on the demand for anti-retroviral drugs, but if you were to go out and talk to families in southern Africa, the hardest hit region, you would get a very different picture. These people talk about food.”

People need good nutrition to fight infection, regain strength and live productively. Malnutrition breaks down people’s immune systems and makes them more prone to disease, including AIDS, he added. He urged Congress to provide more food aid to AIDS orphans, expected to rise to 20 million children by 2010, and increase school feeding programs. WFP provides nutritious school meals to children in 69 countries to attract them to school, increase retention rates and improve learning ability.

The US Government has been the top donor to WFP since its inception in 1963 and continues to be the agency’s most generous contributor. Last year it donated nearly $1.5 billion for feeding programmes in countries ranging from Afghanistan to Zambia. Currently, more than 800 million people are chronically hungry, a figure which increased by 18 million in the second half of the 1990s. One in four of the world’s children under five years old is underweight – 168 million all told. At the same time, WFP is facing a shortfall in 2004 of 1.8 million tons of food, or $1 billion, for critical operations in 2004.

* * *

Afghanistan

12 May – For more than two decades, Afghanistan’s war-torn borders were an obstacle to trade from South to Central Asia, but a United Nation-backed conference is now seeking to exploit the new opportunities in the region to boost economic cooperation, trade and transit.

“Regional cooperation is a necessity and not an option,” the Administrator of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), Mark Malloch Brown, told 150 delegates from eight countries in Bishkek, capital of Kyrgyzstan, today.

For the first time in Afghanistan’s history, the basis for expanding political and social freedoms is being laid, he said, adding that it was clear that the destinies of the region’s countries are tied, for good or ill, since few parts of the world are as interdependent as the Central Asian region.

The conference for “Afghanistan’s Regional Economic Cooperation: Central Asia, Iran and Pakistan” is aimed at helping Afghanistan’s re-entry into the regional economy by mapping out new opportunities for trade and investment and considering actions to regularize trade and transit and harmonize customs procedures.

“Our intention is to explore new opportunities for bilateral and multilateral cooperation. It is not only Afghanistan that can benefit from this discussion. It is an important event for each and every country here,” UNDP’s Resident Representative in Kyrgyzstan, Jerzy Skuratowicz, told yesterday’s opening session.

“Our politics is the politics of poverty reduction and economic cooperation,” Afghanistan Finance Minister Ashraf Ghani said. “We must focus on ways to make the entire region competitive because the advantages are immense.”

Afghanistan already has the lowest tariffs in the region, simplified customs rules, and liberal investment laws to encourage private and public investment.

“Pakistan considers Afghanistan not a landlocked country but a land-linking country,” said Tariq Ikram, Pakistan’s Minister for State and Chairman of the Export Promotion Bureau. “We appreciate the wide ranging policy reforms introduced by the Afghanistan Government.”

Iran’s Ambassador to Afghanistan, Mohammad Reza Bahrami, told the opening session: “The world paid a price for ignoring Afghanistan. We wish that price won’t have to be paid again. Investing in Afghanistan is investing in the security of our countries.”

* * *

Tobacco

12 May – The United Nations World Health Organization (WHO) today welcomed the United States Government’s signing of a global treaty aimed at curbing tobacco-related deaths and disease, which now claim 5 million lives every year, a number that if left unchecked could double by 2020.

On Monday the US became the 109th country to sign the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control – the first-ever under the auspices of a United Nations agency. WHO said the signing showed Washington’s commitment to maintaining standards of public health. The agency added that it was the first step in the process, and hoped that the next one would be the ratification of the treaty.

The treaty will take effect once 40 governments have ratified it; so far 12 have, and the European Parliament has recommended ratification. It requires ratifying nations to implement a comprehensive ban on tobacco advertising, sponsorship and promotion, set new labelling – including larger, more noticeable health warnings on cigarettes – and clean indoor air controls and strengthen legislation to clamp down on tobacco smuggling. It also requires Member States to prohibit tobacco product sales to minors.

* * *

Zimbabwe

12 May – By withdrawing its staff from a United Nations food production assessment mission last week, the Government of Zimbabwe has effectively cancelled the mission and UN aid agencies may not be able to rebuild their operations quickly in case of an emergency, a UN official has warned.

The Government invited the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP) to join it in fielding a Crop and Food Supply Assessment Mission (CSFAM) “to assess the level of food production for the 2003-2004 agricultural season,” UN Resident Coordinator in Zimbabwe, J. Victor Angelo, said yesterday in a statement.

“It is with regret and concern that I have to put on record that on 4 May 2004, the Government of Zimbabwe recalled its field officers who were jointly participating in the assessment. Since the CSFAM is only conducted with the agreement and participation of the Government this action effectively cancelled the mission,” he said.

The Zimbabwean Government had not replied to a request for clarification of its position, Mr. Angelo said.

The CSFAM, which produces credible production figures for planning purposes, was fielded on 30 April and was to have worked until 11 May, he said.

The responsibility for providing basic needs to a population lies with its own Government, but “we are concerned that should a food assistance need be identified later in the year and were the Government to issue an appeal at that time, a very rapid response may not be possible,” Mr. Angelo warned.

The reasons for a slower response could be because the international community might not respond when the UN had had no chance to carry out its assessment at harvest time and WFP would have scaled back its operations in the country, he said.

A Food Security Brief last month, produced by a joint UN agency and Government team, estimated that the maize crop would be better than last year’s, but only about 67 per cent to 80 per cent of need, “not…sufficient to cover domestic requirements for the coming year.”

Meanwhile, “high inflation is decreasing real incomes, and high unemployment levels continue to reduce purchasing power for the majority of households,” the Brief said.

* * *

Indigenous people

12 May – A supportive policy environment as well as political commitment is needed to ensure quality indigenous education both as a right in itself and as a means to improve the economic and health prospects of women, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues has been told.

Several recent studies show that one extra year beyond primary school boosts economic possibilities for women by 10 per cent, leads to greater literacy and lower fertility, reduces child mortality and fosters democratic citizenship, Linda King, Interim Chief of the Section on Education for Peace and Human Rights in the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), told the Forum.

Some 1,500 people from 500 groups are meeting over the next two weeks in the Forum’s third session at UN Headquarters in New York to focus attention on indigenous women and girls, whose well-being is critical to the survival and prosperity of their peoples’ unique culture in this age of globalization.

In her address yesterday, Ms. King noted that increased literacy among women had a greater effect on child mortality rates than increased literacy among males. Other research shows a link between the expansion of education and increased economic activity, she added. Also, children who went to school were more likely to protect themselves against diseases such as HIV/AIDS.

Among requirements she listed for quality education were both formal and non-formal teaching methods at home and in the community, indigenous knowledge in educational curricula and innovative solutions for portraying indigenous knowledge systems as equal to Western systems.

Other needs include culture-based curricula appropriate to the community, curricula promoting positive aspects of indigenous cultures, and the use of indigenous languages. In addition, teachers should be familiar with indigenous cultures and languages, and use responsive and experiential teaching methods.

Opening the Forum on Tuesday, Secretary-General Kofi Annan said despite a dramatic shift in global attitudes, indigenous peoples still suffered disproportionately from extreme poverty and faced serious barriers to health care and basic education. The Forum advises and makes recommendations to the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) on social development, economic, cultural, human rights, environmental, education and health issues.

* *** *

__________________________________________________________________________________________

DAILY PRESS BRIEFING BY THE OFFICE OF THE SPOKESMAN FOR THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
Following is a near-verbatim transcript of today’s noon briefing by Fred Eckhard, Spokesman for the Secretary-General.

Good afternoon.

**Iraq -- Brahimi
The Secretary-General’s Special Adviser, Lakhdar Brahimi, continued to meet a wide spectrum of Iraqi civil society today.

He met members of the Iraqi Democratic Current headed by Saad Saleh Jaber.  And that was followed by a discussion with a new political party called “Iraq for the Iraqis”, which brings together University Professors, farmers, tribal leaders, journalists, students, judges and lawyers.

He also had meetings with Kurdish leader Jalal Talabani and Dawa Party chief Ibrahim Al-Jafri.

Finally, he met Sunni clerics and prominent religious and civic leaders from Fallujah.  They welcomed Brahimi’s role and looked forward to cooperating with him with a view to finding solutions for the challenges facing Iraq today.

At the end of yesterday afternoon, Brahimi met the UK’s Ambassador to Iraq, David Richmond.

And then he was invited to a dinner hosted by Iraq’s newly-designated Minister of Human Rights, Bakhtiar Amin.  The Minister invited nearly 100 other guests, including members of the Iraqi Governing Council and many other prominent Iraqi politicians.

**Iraq –- Continued
Continuing on Iraq, we received confirmation a few hours ago that the UN Electoral Assistance team has arrived in Baghdad.  We hope to be able to update you on their work on a daily basis.

Also on Iraq, the Secretary-General’s acting Special Representative, Ross Mountain, told a group of Speakers of Parliament of the countries neighbouring Iraq that, after its experience of war and occupation, Iraq is in urgent need of international support in all aspects of its development, not least the re-establishment of political stability and internal security.

He told the parliamentarians that Iraq’s neighbours need to keep in touch with each other and the United Nations to seek ways of helping the country during this most difficult period of transition.

We have copies of the speech, which was delivered in Amman, Jordan at a meeting organized by the Inter-Parliamentary Union.

**Middle East
Yesterday, the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East, Terje Roed-Larsen, met with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in Damascus.  He told reporters afterwards that they had had a good conversation about the difficult situation in the region, particularly the stalemate in the Middle East peace process.

Roed-Larsen added that he had conveyed to the President the Secretary-General’s opinion that lasting peace cannot be achieved without a comprehensive agreement.  We put out yesterday afternoon copies of Larsen’s press encounter following that meeting.

**Sudan –- Humanitarian
In the Shilluk Kingdom area of southern Sudan, up to 100,000 people have been displaced since fighting between the Sudan People’s Liberation Army and Government-backed militias intensified in early March, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in a press conference in Geneva earlier today.

There have been reports of rapes and looting by armed groups.  Villages have been burnt down, with schools and clinics destroyed in the process.

OCHA Sudan estimates that there are about 50,000 internally displaced persons in the city of Malakal alone, but most of the displaced are in areas inaccessible to the United Nations.

An assessment mission to the area will be organized once security conditions allow.

**DRC Trilateral Meeting in Washington
The trilateral meeting between the Foreign Ministers of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda and Uganda, scheduled to be held in Washington, D.C. tomorrow, is a welcome development, according to the UN Special Representative for the DRC, William Swing.

Swing hopes that this meeting will accelerate the normalization of relations between the three neighbouring countries and strengthen the peace processes in the Great Lakes region.  News of this and other developments in the DRC is available in a press release.

**Sierra Leone
From Sierra Leone, the first trial of the Special Court for Sierra Leone will begin on 3 June, with a joint trial of three alleged leaders of the former Civil Defence Forces.

The three accused face eight counts of war crimes, crimes against humanity and serious violations of international humanitarian law.

A second trial, of three alleged leaders of the Revolutionary United Front, is scheduled to begin on 5 July.

**World Hunger
James Morris, the Executive Director of the World Food Program (WFP), told the US Congress that the growing hunger problem around the world is exacerbated by the AIDS crisis.

Morris highlighted to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee yesterday the critical role that food aid plays in helping people living with HIV/AIDS to fight the disease.

Morris also appealed to Congress yesterday to put a greater priority on funds for people suffering from chronic hunger, rather than just on the victims of high-profile disasters and emergencies.

Every five seconds, he said, a child dies from hunger-related diseases, and malnutrition is still the number one public-health threat in the world.

**WHO/US Tobacco Treaty
The World Health Organization has welcomed the decision of the US Government to sign the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control –- which it did on Monday.

The Convention is the first legal instrument designed to reduce tobacco-related deaths and disease around the world.  It outlines international minimum standards on tobacco-related issues such as advertising and labelling.

WHO says the signing shows the US Government’s commitment to maintaining standards of public health.  It adds that the signing is the first step in the process, and hopes that the next step will be the ratification of the Convention.  We have more on that upstairs.

**UNDP
And finally, for the first time in Afghanistan’s history, the basis for expanding political and social freedoms has been laid, according Mark Malloch Brown, the Administrator of the UN Development Programme.

Speaking today to a regional trade conference in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, Malloch Brown said that it is clear that the destinies of the region’s countries are tied, for good or for ill.

Few parts of the world, he said, are as interdependent as the Central Asian region, he said, and added, “Regional cooperation is a necessity and not an option”.

That’s all I have for you.  Edie?

Questions and Answers
Question:  Fred, does the Secretary-General have any reaction to the beheading of Nick Berg, the American in Iraq?

Spokesman:  Yes, I have something here.  He was horrified by the gruesome murder of a civilian hostage yesterday in Iraq.  And he was particularly disturbed by the use of this killing as a public spectacle.  He extends his deepest condolences to the family of the victim and can only imagine how they must be feeling.

The Secretary-General condemns all killings of innocent civilians in Iraq as he condemns all abuse of prisoners and other violations of international humanitarian law.  Now more than ever, he once again appeals to all parties to adhere strictly to the fundamental precepts of human rights and principles of international humanitarian law.

Very well.  Thank you; see you tomorrow.

* *** *
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